When my son entered pre-kindergarten in the Cambridge Public Schools, he entered smart, capable, and curious. One day, this four-year-old asked the teacher to give him some multiplication problems, and she obliged. 0 x 0=, 1x1=, 2x2=,…..up to 10x10=. And he got all the answers right. Weeks later, during a parentteacher-student breakfast, he proudly showed us his work. As the teacher rushed past our table, on the way to addressing some other urgent hosting duty, she paused long enough to blurt out, "Oh, those are some math problems Adu asked me to give him, and I was so worried. I was so worried!" Fearing that my son would feel discouraged, I called no attention to her words. As she passed by again, however, I rebounded, "Oh, [teacher's name], this is wonderful work. We are so proud of what Adu has done here! You were saying?" Though I opened a mile-wide door for her to affirm my son's efforts and to encourage this school-appropriate behavior, she instead reaffirmed her worry that he had refused to go out to the playground with the other children until he had finished his math.
Amid the omnipresent media cliché that the failings of black parents are the real cause the so-called "racial achievement gap," many parents of black children will recognize this teacher's pattern of response to their children's accomplishments and wonder whether the media have not deliberately ignored a more important, psychological obstacle to black kids' engagement with school. They will also wonder whether our active involvement in our children's education is a welcome as that of other parents.
Most people would rightly regard my son's hard-working, good-willed white female teacher as liberal, and I have no doubt that she cares about her students. Indeed, she reportedly had given $100,000 to the single black mother of three students in the school in order to help her buy a house. It is a confusing lesson that some members of hereditarily privileged groups are comfortable with largesse toward their social inferiors, but they can be, at the same time, very uncomfortable with signs of ambition and intellectual superiority among them.
Some experiences offer subtle lessons about race in progressive communities. Some do not. One night in 1980, just a few years after the busing crisis, I was a college student walking through Harvard Square. Two college-aged white men were coming in the opposite direction and, instead of moving to their right so that I could pass on my right, they parted ways around me, and one of them punched me in the stomach. I was completely winded, so I could not shout for help. All I could do was keep walking. There was no help in sight.
In other experiences, you are not sure the issue is racism, but you know the victim and the assailant are both writhing in the bear trap of American race. Every eight or ten months, there is a rash of thefts in Harvard University's William James Hall, where my office was located during 15 of my 18 years on the faculty there. Somebody starts walking into unlocked offices and filching wallets or laptops. Most of the time, the suspect is identified as a white male, but I have never heard of or been called to vouch for a white male student of mine who was stopped "because he fit the description." But on the one occasion I can recall that the suspect was identified as a black male, a black male student of mine was stopped soon after leaving my office hours. No one offered any evidence of suspicious behavior on my student's part. He just "fit the description." The fact is that, for many white Americans, who are accustomed to distinguishing males from each other according to their height and whether they are blond, brunette, or red-headed and blue-, hazel-, or black-eyed, most black males look alike.
Ten years ago, even a high-ranking black dean at Harvard was stopped by the campus police because he "fit the description." His white student work/study assistant was called upon among a team full of upperclassmen, she was selected as the lead prosecuting attorney. A year later, as captain, she led the team to an unprecedented series of victories. Only afterwards did we learn of the psychological battles she had had to overcome to get there. For example, early in the season, the teacher/coach had taken to lauding the team for having "Asian power!" As the match against the suburban Newton South High School approached, the teacher/coach, who happened to be Jewish, denigrated her own team's prior victories and selffulfillingly predicted failure by announcing that Newton South would not be so easy to beat because "they're Jewish boys, and they're really smart!" I worry here about two things. First, that teacher/coach appeared oblivious to the damage she was doing to people she cares about and wants to succeed. Second, I wonder how her prejudices are affecting her grading and her college recommendations. How often are skin color and religion causing her to assume that someone is brilliant when the person is not brilliant, and causing her to assume that someone is not brilliant when he or she is, in fact, brilliant?
One expects one's fellow university scholars to have acquired that they deserve-and will receive-a warm welcome in their professors' office hours. Nor do they learn from police that their rights are equally respected and their efforts to obey the law equally valuable. Racism forces black faculty, staff, and students, in particular, to wonder whether our intellectual interests and family lives matter to the administration, but not only that.
We also have to worry about our physical safety on campus.
We have to worry about what we wear, where we go, and how we speak more than members of the white majority do, and we also have to worry about whether our careful self-presentation will make any difference whatsoever. We wonder-with full justification-whether we will be judged fairly, and whether, in the midst of a conflict with our inevitable rivals and detractors, we will receive the same benefit of the doubt as those who do not "fit the description." Will even our black colleagues feel safe enough to stand up for what they know is the truth? Some part of the solution to these worries is concrete and obvious.
Universities need more black faculty, staff and students, so that the 13% of the American population that is black can become less of a supercharged symbol in somebody else's fantasy life, and more a range of human beings with diverse talents and ways of making the world a better place.
The other concrete need is for the entire university community to recognize that the world is not color-blind, and that a careful, self-conscious, and hyper-cautious level of procedural circumspection is sometimes necessary in order to guarantee fairness to those who "fit the description."
